
~ Chapter 5 

Interstate 80 enters Illinois from the saat just 
below Chicago, mwes west through a ahllow 
valley h the rolling northern I h o i s  prairie, and 
izro~~ses the Mississippi River to Iowa at Rock 
Island. A cwefd o b m e r  might occasionally notice 
a railroad track pardding and crossing his route. 
At midpoint atm33 the state he might be puzzled by 
a narrow band of water alongside the highway, with 
banks too straight to be natural; but unless he were 
B student of Illin~is history, he would not be aware 
of what an important historic trail his car was 
following. 

The railroad tracka, most recently used by the 
Rmk Idand Line, were laid down in the 1850’s by 
the Chicago, Rock Island, and Pacific Railroad. In 
1856 thew t racks  became the first fa cross the 
Mississippi River, and bring: seclus competition to 
the atearnboat trade. The narrow band of water is 
the Ilhois and Mississippi Canal, conceived leven 
earlier, a n  outgrowth of the Canal. Era of early 19th 
century America. It was not built, however, until 
much later, at  the and of the 19th century, as a 



THE ILLINOIS AND transportation route from the Mississippi to the 11- 
bois River, m d  from there to the Great Lakes and 
the markets of the Eaat. 

MIBSISSIPPI CANAL 

Alwng this Illinois valley, then, lies EL v-isual 
hiistory of tramportation in America; a represen- 
tative of the age. of waterway improvement, of the 
age of the railroad, and finally, of the age of the 
auhmobile and truck - all attempta to provide 
easy interchange between the East and the West for 
p a s s e w r s ,  grain, raw makrhls and manufactures. 

The lines followed by these t h e  tx&n3p&tiQn 
rmtm also ahsw who got there first. The railroad 
lies along the m03t level land of dl at  the bottom of 
the valley, connecting a a t r i n g  of m d  prairie farm- 
ing communities, Roughly pardel  tu the railroad 
but QII slightly more uneven land lies the canal, a 
seventy-five mile waterway from khe Great Bend of 
the Ifinoia River juat above the town of Hanneph 
west to  the mouth of the Rock River at the 
Miaaiasippj. Interstate 80, arriving la&, had to be 
content with hillside. 

Of all three, the story of the Illinois and Misxissip- 
pi Canal is the longest and most complicated It ia a 
history of both Illin& and nationd puitics, of 3et- 
tlemenb patterns, of w a h  and rail rivalries and 
charging tramportation needs, and of the Corps of 
Engineera’ relation t o  all of these. 

The idea of an Ilhoia-Mississippi canal goes as 
far back as 1673, to Marquette and Joliet’s explora- 
tkns Qf the weatern shore of Lake Midugan. Joliet 
noted the advantages of a connection between Lake 
MicKgan and bhe Mississippi and concluded that 
“there will be buk one c a d  to  make, and that by 
cutting only one half-league of prairie from the lake 
of the Iulnois [Michigan] into the St, Louis [Illinois] 
River which empties intu the Missis~ippi .”~ 

The explorer La Salk also pinted out the advan- 
tages o€ such a canal, and a hundred years later, in 
1705, the French talked the Indians in the area into 
ceding the necessary hnd between Lake Michigan 
and the Illinois River.* 



PoJlowiw the Louisiana Purchase in 1803, 
Americans, too? became interested in improving on 
nature. Stephen LQnE suggeabd linking the two 
bodies of water while expluring westwn territories 
for the T o ~ ~ a p h i c a l  Bureau. 

Little focused interest or planning was done, how- 
ever, until the Erie Canal from Albany to  Buffdo, 
New York, opened. Begun in 1847, it had begun to 
pay for itself in tow fees even before the entire 363 
miles was completed in 1826. It brought tremen. 
dous growth to the cities along its path. The ~ U C C B S ~  
of the Erie spawned a Canal Era in American 
hiawry that saw more than 4,000 d e s  of cam1 
built OT planned in the United States. This boom 
was partly responsible fer the State of Illinois’ deci- 
sion in 1834 to construct the Illinois and Michigan 
Canal connecting Chicago OII L&e Michigan with 
the Illinois River at  La Salle-Peru. When it was corn- 
pleted in 1848 after a number of s k t s  and stops, 
bhe pmmi3e of its completion had already doubled 
the size of Chicago - to 20,000 in three y ~ r ~ , ~  and 
was making Chicago a serious rival to St, Louis as a 
Midwestern transportation center. 

The Illinois and Michigan Canal aent traffic down 
the  I h &  fiver, but many wsidents of northern 11- 
h o b  saw a c a d  extension m3t to the Misskippi 
at, or near Rock Island 83 a natural second step. 
Goods t ravehg  from Rock Island tx Chicago via the 
Missbsippi and IILimis f ivers had h travel 607 
d e s .  By  canal ams8 the s t a h  would be 188 d e s ,  a 
saving of 419 miles. Such a canal would &va the 
growing t o m 3  of Davenport, Rock Island, Du’lsuque, 
and Burlington, Iowa, a commercial advantage. 

The vagaries of bath Illinois and F d w d  politics 
and economics frustrated atfsmpts at such m ex- 
tension until near the end of the 19th cmtury. The 
Illinoh and Mississippi C a d ,  when it wa3 f h l l y  
authorizd by Congress in 1890, came t - 4 ~  little and 
too late. The vision behind it w a ~  still that of khe old 
C a d  Era of the 1830’s; it, WBB not deaigned for 
modern traffic. What traffic there was h d  a h d y  
gone alsewhsrs - to the rahad3. When the I k o i s  
send Missi~isippi Canal finally ~ p ~ d  t o  traffic in 





Map of the 87-mlla Illbnols and 
MlB6l3Edppl Canal connecting 
ths Illinois River at: Bureau wlth 
the Mlsslsslppr Hiwr at Rock 
Island. For shlppers k t w 0 e n  
St. Paul and Rock Island. [he 
canal saved 419 miles over the 
previoua rowle ta I h r  Great 
Lak0s via the IllinaiB River. but 
it was eornpkd~d lust 35 I de- 
cllna in river trafrlc sot In, and 
118 use nwmr came Gl03a to ex- 
pect at ions. 

].90$, even river traffic on the Miasimippi was ex- 
periencing a decline. The canal was suggested long 
before it could have basn b d t ,  m d  built after it wa3 
no longer really needed - one of the f i r a t  c a d s  pro- 
m ~ d  in America and one of the last one3 b d t .  

The Illinois and Mississippi Canal, i t B  commercial 
traffic down to less than 500 tons par year, was 
dosed in 1951. Aftm years of negotiations betwen 
the Federal govemmt and the Stab of Illinois, it 
wag made into a state park in 1970. It is now 
operated by the Illinois Department of Conserva- 
tion as the Hemapin Cam1 State Parkway. 

On May 22,1978, the canal waa entered in the Na- 
tional Register of Historic Phwa, a tribute ta i t a  
long and important histmy. It m a i n s  today a ~ l  khe 
mast mmp1eta canal system remahing of dl the 
canals built during the C a d  Era of American 
transport El t ion+ 

E d y  Surveys mad Phns. F~md prowaals for a 
canal from the Illinoia River to the Mississippi 
began as early as 1832, when a p u p  of lmal 
residents gathered by Dr. Augustus G. Langworthy 
met at Hennepin, I h o i s ,  to c d  for construction of 
such a canal. This may have been the same m a t i n g  
repmked as taking phce in 1834 by Joseph G a k ,  a 
new Illinois settler and former mnstruction 
superintendent on the Erie Canal. Galw reported 
that he took his 

Gder reported that he convinced Dr. Laqgwmthy, 
who owned land near Tiskilwa on the proposed 
route, that there “might be dollars and cents in it.”6 
The group organized by Dr. Langwrsrthy printed cir- 
culars and lobbied the Illinois General Assembly for 
#tat@ h 3 n c Q ,  but any potential interest was cut, 
short by the Panic of 1837. Little more was done un- 
til the Civil War renewed fears of the str~mglehold 
the Southern ports had over pads ~ Q V ~ I I ~  QII the 
Mississippi. 
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tions" meeting at va&ms Iocatiks in Illinois and 
Iowa fQr the next 50 years. Sett1er;s in northern 11- 
h o i a  had corne primarily from New England, there 
were increasirg numbers of them after the C i d  
War, and they naturally hoked t o  the East a3 their 
market as  well a3 for their roots. A convention at 
Daranprt, IQWa, in 1864 m n v h d  the General 
Assembly of Iowa to petition far a canal. Similar 
conventions in Gene-, Illinois, in 1866, and at  
Rmk Island in 1874 {attended by 900 nepm3an- 
tatives) and in 1879 culminated in a 3evm-st~te con- 
vention at Davenport in 1881. Here 400 repm3an- 
tatiws of farm, commercial, and local government 
groups authorized a Hennepin Caw1 Commission. 
Representatives of this mmmissian met with 
Chicago group3 to stir inkreat h a a n a l ,  and they 
also secured passage of a reaolution in the Illinois 
General Assembly calling for Federal construction 
of the canal. Two members of the c0mmission who 
were strong proponents of the canal, Major S.J. 
Allen of Gmesso, Illinois, and Iowa Congressman 
J o b  Murphy of Davenpo~t, visited officials in the 
East ta gain supporr; for their cause 3nd to stress 
the fact that the canal wa3 of national, not marsly 
local, aignificmce. 

Allen and Murphy met with most 3ucce3~i in New 
York State. Grain and other Midwestem com- 
modities 3hipped cheaply down the Missisgippi to 
Nw Orleans and from t h r e  to  the East coast ended 
at the port of Baltimore, a rival to New York City. 
New York interests 3aw the Hemepin Canal, with 
it3 transpartation m u t e  to the Great Lakes and the 
Erie Canal, as restorkg their competitive edge. 

The f i 3 t  actual survey for an Illinois-Mississippi 
canal routs was made in 1886 by a civil engineer, 
J.0. Hudmtt,  hired by several citizens of Dixon, 11- 
linok The canal proposed by Hudnutt ran from 
Hennepin to  Watertown on the Mississippi [in the 
center of the RQ& Island Rapids) with a feeder from 
the Rock River at Dkon. The Hudnutt survey was 
for a c a d  60 feat wide at the waterline, 6 feet deep, 
with hcks 150 by 21 f&. Hudnutt estimated the 



Low and Macomb also submitted a plan far a 
more modest “commercial card’’ of the 3 m e  
dimensions proposed by Hudnutt, the o d y  dif- 
ference being composite I d s .  This cost estimate 
was $3,899,722. 

No action W83 takE?n this ~ p ~ l ‘ t ,  but 1872 
President rlrlyssea S. Grant convinced the Senate to 
appoint, a committee h study the advantt4ps of 
~..ICLL a 4. The committee reported that the canal 
would be an e x d e n t  regulator of railroad rates, 
but no further aCtiQD was taken. 

The regulation osf rail rates was a constant mgu- 
m a t  used by prQpOn&tS of the Hemepin Canal, 
with mrne justification. In I880 coal was shipped 
from Buffdo and Erie to Chicago by water - 900 



proponents felt that with a cand, the price would 
drop to 5W pw tomB 

A second Government 3urvey was authorized in 
1874 as part of a larger study of transportation 
T O U ~ S  to the a e a h r d .  Due to  lack of time, only the 
Illinois and Michigan, Canal was resurveyed. For an 
Illinois-Mississippi c a d ,  the he3 hid down in 
1870 were adopted, from Hennepin to Watertown. 
The cost astimate, with mOTe modeat 170- by 30-foot 
lo&s, was $4,541,000. 

Not until 1882 did a Henneph Canal bill actually 
come before Congress. The House Committee on 
Railways and Canals reparted favorably on a 
$l,OOQ,OQO appropriation for the ~ 3 r d .  The Senate 
Committee on Commerce amended this to  $100,000, 
and the House fwthw reduced the apprqriation to 
$30,000 for a survey of the route as part of a com- 
promise bill. 

The Henneph Canal was having difficulty be 
cause many wngsessmen were reluctant to support 
what they considered a local project, totally within 
one state, with Federal funds. There was also op- 
position from the South and from the Lower 
Mississippi Valley, especially from St. Louis, all of 
whom saw the canal as 3 threat to their QWII com- 
merce. Finally, the I h o i s  and Michigan Canal 
which had once been so successful was now b o  
small (it had been a traffic bottleneck an the I l h o k  
waterway since 1851) and WW rapidly deteriorating. 
Any mtiiod impstance the Hennepin Canal might 
have dspendd, of course, on this ac1se3s to Lake 
Michigan. 

The Act of August 2, 1882, a3 finally p a s ~ d ,  
direct4 the Secretary of War to survey and 1-b a 
c a d  from the Illino~a River at or near Hennapin to 
a point on the Mississippi River 3t or above Rock 
Island where practical or convenient, with a feder 
from the main line to a convenient point on the Rock 
River. Both the canal and feeder were to be not less 154 



than 8.0 feet wide at the waterhe, with locks not 

throughout. The actual size was tu be governed by 
“the minimum draught of the boats at the ma& un- 
favorable stage of the main river.” The Act also 
authorized a aurvey of the old Illinoiia and Michigan 
Card  with a view to enlarging itp a necessary part 
of the success of the whole system. 

bss t b  170 by 30 f e t ,  with 7-fmt depth 

These surveys were assigned to Major W.H.H. 
Benyaurd of the Chicago District, who was aided on 
the Hemepin Canal part of the survey by am assis- 
tant engineer, H.B. Herr. The survi3y by Herr and 
Benyaurd fohwed much the same route from the 11- 
linois River a3 earlier surveys for the first 18 milea. 
From hem, however, it went much further north 
than previous  route^, though a low marshy area 
known at the Marais d’Osier [willow marsh] which 
connectad the Rock River with the Missiasippi. Dur- 
ing periods of high water on the Missiwippi, this 
whole area flooded, doming steamboats a shortcut 
between the two rivers. The Masks d’Osler route as 
surveyed By Benyaurd ended near Albany, Illinois, 
about 14 miles abwm the h a d  of the Rock Island 
Rapids. 

Before the survey of the Mrtrais d’O.3iw routs was 
finished, Rock Island and M o h e  interests corn- 
pl&ned about the departure from arlier proposals. 
Rock Iskad pmferred the earlier o u t k t  at the 
mouth of the Rock River, while a very vocal group 
of &line residents favored Hudnutt’s Waktmwn 
outlet near camp bell'^ Idand. A l ~ w  with the 
Watertown route, the Moline residents suggested a 
darn across the Mississippi at hhe fQOt of the rapids 
in order to provide water for the channel at  Water- 
town, and also, incidentally, to provide Moline with 
a better waterfront and additional waterpower. 
Rowing to these pre39ures, Benyaurd surveyed all 
three routes, though awing to the lateness of the 
season, only the Marais d’Osisr was thoroughly 
surveyed. 

In  his report of March 31, 1883,* Major Renyaurd 
recommended the Mamiis d’Osier route. I t  wa3 the 
shortest: 64.5 d e s ,  compared to  65.2 for the 



mute. Further, land along the Marais d’Osier route 
was easier to  B X C B V ~ ~ B ,  more level, with fewer 
bckagea required. T h e  number of acwssory works 
- bridges, stream crossings - w d d  be half of 
what either the Watertown or Rock Ishnd mutes 
wauld require. 

One of the atmngest advantqps of the Marais 
d’0sier route, from Benyaurd’s point of view, was 
the natural baain adjacent to the outlet and outside 
the main channel of the Missisaipppi, where steam- 
boat3 could wait for lockage. Not only wa3 there a 
basin in the Mississippi, but the first lock at Marais 
d’Oskr wa3 6lY2 miles from the river, an additional 
safe glace for m y  n u m b  of waiting boats. 
Benyaurd proposed to excavate B chamel here to 7 
fwt below low water on the Mississippi. During 
high water. the entire a m  would flood, adding even 
more to the space available to bmta waiting to use 
the lock. 

By contrast, the Watertown route left no natural 
slackwater for bmts to tie up: the f i 3 t  lock would 
be right at the outlet into the river. Bemuse this 
route ended in the rniddle of the Rock Island 
Rapids, a channel would have to be .excavated 
though rock nearly a mile across t h e  river to the 
Iowa side to the improved 4%-fmt channel of the 
Mississippi. The dam across the Mississippi propaa- 
ed by the Moline proponents of the Watertown 
route to raise the level of water on the whde rapids 
wa3 universdy opposed by the rafting industry and 
other commercial river interests, and also by paat 
corps policy. 

The Rock Island mute was somewhat easier to 
engineer than the Wakertown route, but since its 
first I&, too, was near the river, a pool would have 
ta be dredged to provide apace for waiting boats. 

In his choice of the Mmais d’Osier route, 
Benyaurd assumd that the primary u3e of the 
c a m 1  would be by grain shippers to the north and 
west of the camL For these users, the rapids south 
of Watertown would be no problem. Statistics S ~ E -  



e$ to support Benyaurd’s assumption. Wheat pro- 
duction in this area of the Upper Mississippi had 
grown from an aggregate of 50 million tons in 
1$49-1880 to 195 million tone in 1860-1870, and to 
375 million tans from J.870-P881.1u 

Further surveys for these three canal routes were 
continued in 1886-88 by Major Thomas Handbury 
when Bsnyaurd became ill. Handbury’s supple- 
ments to the 1883 report, published In the Annual 
Rqmrt for 1886, actually considered five routes fw 
the western section of the canal, with the f d s r  to 
I k o n  and the section aaet of the summit bval re- 
mining the same. Handbury supported Rmyaurd’s 
choice of the Mwais d’0sier route from both an 
engineering and economic standpoint. He estimated 
the cost 3t $5,811,367. The next least expensive 
route was to Watertown via Penny’s Slough, a new 
path surveyed by Major Handbury which would 
utilize a long stretch of natural Kack River channel. 
The estimate for the original Watertown route 
along the G m n  River, surveyed in 1882, wa9 
$7,207,649, the most expensive o€ d. 

The two Rock Island route3, via Penny’s Slough 
aa surveyed by Major Handbury, and along the 
Green River as surveyed by B s n y a d ,  were es- 
timated to cost $6,554,052 and $6,7109,536 respec- 
tively. The keeder ta Dixm on the Rock River, corn- 
man to d routes, was estimated to cost $1,664,3.17+ 

Boards of E n g h e r s  in 1886 md again in 1887 
met ta review Benyawd’s and Handbury’s remm- 
mendatimw. Both boards agreed with the choice of 
the Mar& d’0sier routs. However, the Secretary of 
War and Brigadier General John Newton, Chief of 
Engineers, while a g e i n g  that the Mar& d’Oskr 
route was best from an engineering standpoint, felt 
that Benyaurd waa wmng in assuming that the 
heaviest w e  of the canal, would be from grain ship- 
pers going east. They felt inatead that much of the 
traffic would be “western bound heavy freight 
which, from Rock Island a s  a terminus of the Canal, 
wauld be sent downstream for the supply of 
nnmeroua toma and cities on the Mississippi 
banka.’”l For such cmgq  and for the c o d  thnt wa3 157 
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arriving in larger and larger amounts a t  Chicago 
from the mal fidda of Pennsylvania and from 
C h i a g o  to  growing Midwest industries, the rapids 
would be a formidable obstacle, should the anal be 
upstream. General Newton, perhaps thinking QI the 
Rock Island Armnal, alm noted the military advan- 
tages of the Rack Island route, and recommended 
that this one be chose. 

Continued protests from the MoIine group helped 
keep a canal bil1 from s u c c e e d q  in 1887, but the 
River and Harbor Bill of August 1 lT 1888, brought 
the Hemepin C a d  one step closer h two ways. 
First, in order to change the image of the canal $6: a 
local project banded by a single state to a project 
of national &gificanQe, Congress changed the m e  
from thB Hennepin Canal  AI the Illinois and Missis- 
sippi Canal. Official correspandence shifted bo this3 
new name, and the Corps of Engineers used the 
name in all subsequant surveys and plans, srsnshc- 
tion, and operatima, but the name “Hennepin 
Canal” remained it3 pnpuhar name among nearly 
everyme else. I ts  present s t a t ~ s  a3 the Henneph 
Canal Parkway State Park shows that its nickmame 
h a  outlaatmi its official name. 

I 

A second part of the act authorized the Corps of 
Engineers to  submit detail4 plans and estimates of 
cost, and to locate the route. The proportions 
authorized 6s the act wwe in line with the smallest 
dhnen9ioms of the eBs;lier surveys. The c d  wag to  
be $0 feet wide at the waterhe, with a depth of not 
less t h  7 feet. The lacka were to be 170 by 310 feet. 

The work of preparing these plans and drawings 
wa3 assigned to Captab W m m  L. Marshall, who 
had replaced Handbury a;s District Engineer at 
Chicago om April 1,1888. Prior to h i 3 ,  Mwshll had 
been in charge of impmvementa on the Fox and 
Wiaeonsin Rivers, whm he had become €a&r 
with lo&a and dams. 

Marshall’s orders to “Ioata” the canal fine was 
not clear, but he received &rific:atim from the 
Secretary of War on October 27, 1888. “ L m k ”  
meant; the Rock Island route, a deeiaion which find- 
ly dekminsd where the canal would an& the 
Mississippi, 

1% 



On January 2, 1889, Captain [now Major) Mar- 
3 h d  b e e n  mrnphg the r~3UltS of previous 
suaveys. Based on these early wprrrts, he located 
the line of t h e  a n d  generally along the  Penny’s. 
Slough route surveyed by Handbury in 1885, with a 
feeder to D ~ O R  Marshall’s assistant engineer, 
G.A.M. Liljmcrmte, waa in charge of locating the 
canal, while Marshall w i g  responsibb for all the 
m&nid design. and construction: locks, lo& 
foundations, gates, valve8 and mnmvering p a r .  
The lock design was similar to those Mm~haU had 
sen used on the Fox River by Colonel D.C. 
Houston The following yOarr on June 21, 1890, 
Marshall published a “Find Report upon Lacation, 
Phns, and E 9 timatees of the IUinoia and Mississippi 
canal” as past of hi3 h u a l  Report to  the CKef of 
E n e m s .  

Thh report, with a cost estimate of $6,925,960, 
was presentsd to Cangrass. Victory for canal pre 
punents came QII September 19, 1890, when the 
River and Harbor Bill authorized the first $500,000 
for a c d  from Hennapin to Rock Island. The bill 
followed the dimensions of 1888, skipwlating that 
the cam1 have a capacity far vesaek of at bas t  280 
tom burden. An additional stipulation that was to  
Became impm-tant to  the CanEil provided that at the 
discretion of the Secretary of War, the dimensions 
of ths c a d  in any part could be enlarged “if in hiis 
opinion the cost sf said improvement is not thereby 
hcreasd.”’” The bill also provided for conatructim 
of d bridges, lock houaes, and other 8tructures 
necessary to  operate the  anal. 

Cons-~on. Marshall began locating khe line in 
Novmher 1890. He had been joined in March of 
1890 by two assistant engineers, L.L. Wheeler and 
James C. Long, who remained with the a n d  project 
throughout its construction. Wheeler was a c i v i l  
engineer who had worked with the Mississippi River 
G0smmission prior to the! a n d  project. He became 
superintendent of the c d  when it opened, and 
transferred tr, the Rock Island District d o g  with 
khe anal. 

The line of the canal began at the Great Bend of 
the Illinois River (where the river tmd south 





toward St. Louis), 1.75 miles upstream from Hen- I 
nepin. From here it ran alor 

wav nt the canal. I 

a n a l  was divided into five sections: leastern, I 
I 

western, feeder, Rock River - 

sectir~ns, while the Rock Island District supervised 
the improvement of the Rock River pmL Construs- 
tion of the Illin~k and Mississi?pi Canal 
the Milan mction in 1392 and ended at the h a d  of 
the feeder section in 1907. 

All ot the lock foundatlbns at 
the canal wmm construclad by 

1 ‘  1 . -  h 

appropriations, Marshall dc 

once prior to construction. Un 
mf-way for the Milan atxiion was acq&re& in 
1891.92, for the eastern section betwen 1893 and 

of-way for the cmal a3 needed, rather than all at I 

I 
I section between 1896 and 1901, and tor the land 

taken by Lake Sinnissippi [created by the backup of 

I A pila d r h r  driving piles for a tion Qf the cand. Land values rose rapidly during 
lock foundatron. the 189O’s, and even without significxnt land 

spemlation, the cost uf t h e  right+ 
doubled horn the 1883 3 m y  an which the 1890 181 I 





Another much more important alteration in canal 
phns prim to conshction came early in 1891 when 
Marshall requeshd permissim to PSW p m e d  con- 
mb €or the lack walls and other structurew rather 
than the traditional cut stone specified in the 
~15g-inal plans. Marshd had mparimented with con- 
crete COIlStrUCtiQn before c:omlng to the Chk,ago 
District when he aarued as a mmulting w i n -  for 
a project to  protect the lakefront Qff Chicago’s Lk- 
mln Park. Concrete had a h d y  awn some use in 
such comtructiion in France and elaewhere in 
Euro-p, and it had been used in the United States 
far fortifications. Marshdl was convinced that 6Qn- 
crate would make sound structures. 

Marshal pointed out that the stone a v d d d e  in 
the area - primarily Joiet limestma - was of- in- 
ferior quality, expensive7 and difficult to  transport, 
while “nearly everywhere along the line of the canal 
is found a good quality of silicious sand and gravel, 
which, by an dmixture of the best quality Portland 
cement will make an artificial stone which will be as 
hard a s  and better resist the action of the elements 
thao the native building stone.”l* It  wa3 also, Mar- 
shall pointed out in hi3 q u e s t ,  much less expensive 
- a ratio, he estimated of 10 to 17 in favor of itr- 
tiificial atone. This WEIS an important, consideration. 
The 18W bill had given the Secretary of War power 
to change the dimensions of the canal if the expense 
was not increased. Marshall noted in hi3 request 
that the use of conmete! would save en~ugh money 
to permit increasing the width of the locks to 35 
fet,  bringing the canal aomewhxtt more in line with 
t h e  newer barges and boats being built by the 
1890’s. Finally, Marshall noted, concrete construc- 
tion would make “& great experbent in river con- 
s t r u c t i o ~ , ” ~ ~  which, if successful. could revdu- 

i 
1 
1 
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In order to mix t m  armUlltS of Marshall proposed a s m n d q  experiment in the 
the lock use of concrete: the use of Portland cement rather walls, Wheal0r  and Captain 

Marshal l  dealgned t h i s  khan kporfxd European cements commody u d  
e l e v a t e d  E o n G r e t a  m r x a r  at the time and considered vastly superior to the 
holdlng flve barrels at a t m e .  
Cart3 on track8 carr id  the American prduct, h k f l h d l  w&s convinced that 
concmtt0 tu  the lock site. Portland cement wm ah l a s t  a3 p o d  as imported 

Cmuent. 

On May 11,1891, the Secretary of War authorized 
Marshall to use concrete constrr;rction and to in- 
crenae the canal lock width to 35 feet. 

In order to construct the locks of concrete, Mar- 
shall and Wheeler had ta devi3a entirely new 
building methods. The minimal use of concrete that 
had been done before relied on old-fashirsned, slow 
methods. The usual practice was to paw the con- 
crete into the forms in horizontal layers, letting 
each layer partially harden overnight before adding 
another layer. The result, particularly if the layers 
were not carefully levelled each time, was a layer 



cake of separate sections. These "planes of 
weakness" wsakened the whole structure by allow- 
ing water to  seep in. 

Cement was a h  d x e d  a barrel at a time. An oc- 
casional weak CK defective barrel created other soft 
spot3 in the 3hcture+ Marshall also felt that the 
traditional practice of finishing or plastering the 
surface with a thin coat of cement weakened the 
whole, 

While a consulting engineer far the Commis- 
sioners of Lkcoln Park, Marsh11 had developed a 
batter method of pouring concrete walls, and he 
determined to adapt this method to the canid lack 
W ~ B .  First, he mnstrutd the wooden forms for 
the walls in vertical rather t h l ~  horizontal ssctioas, 
and pmmd the concrete into alternate vertical sw- 
tians, The filling of each lock waU was done without 
intemissim~, using three shifts of workers mound 
the clock where necessary, so that the wall was m e  

Conetructlon proceeding on 

the showlnp th& timber Of reinforcing Lack ''I 

farms designed by L. L 

concrete. The "Id finkshed th* wu'ad nonth 
wall shawa the end result. 





three lock fmndatiom, md fur mnd and &ravel. A3 
on the remainder of the canal, most of the actual 
construction was bid aut to  private contractors. 

The first actual c0,natmc~0n of the Milan section 
began in July 1892 when Wheeler turned over the 
first spade of dirt. The spade is now in the 
Historical Society in 

Construction had no sooner begun when, on 
August 1, 1892, the new $-hour work day took e5  
feet. Wheeler had submitted contracts to the Sacre 
tary of War for approval prior to this, but they did 
not arrive until after Augua t 1 + Wheeler’s estimates 

had to be revised, adding 25% to the cost of labor 
here and elsewhere on the canal. 

W ~ E  based OII a 1 0 - h m  work day, and them IIOW 

Work went smoothly on the Milm section, and it 
w33 completed by November 1894. The work con- 
sisted of two dams mXQ93 the a m  of the Rock 
River at the head of the rapids, with seven hinter 
gates to control the water level; 4% miles of cam1 
prism, of which about 4,000 heat crpzlsiskd of em- 
bankments in the bed of the river; one guard lock 
and two lift Locks, seven shims, one culvert, and 
two metal swing bridges. 

Water was turned into the m l  on November 29, 
1894, and the Milan aectbn opened to navigatbn at 
teremonieea led by Wheeler an April 17, 1895. At 
this ceremony Captain WE+ Chrk of Buffab, Iowa, 
a steamboatman, noted that the locks were too 
small for the barges then being built - a prophetic 
;g ta bment.17 

The Rock Island District completed the Rock 
River pool section of the canal - ementially a 
dredging operation - in mnjunction with the Milan 
section from an 1892 appropriation. 

Use of  the Milan section was kmporarily limited 
to passenger and excursion boats due three 167 



THE ILLINOIS AND restrictive bridges - the M o h e  Wagon Bridge and 
two railrmd bridges - acr0,ss the canal, Them 
bridges prevented the passage of boats requiring 
more than 11 feet of headroom. 

M13S15S1PPI CANAL 

For the next five or six years, however, the Milan 
d m  of the am1 was used heady by both 
Government plant and local shippers: more uw, 
ironically, than the completed canal would ever 
mc&ve. Peak years for the Milan s w t i ~ n  came in 
1899-1900, when th I d s  CCUYIP~~AXI easily with the 
larger locks recently completed at LaGrange and 
Kampsville on ths Illinois Rfver. During July 1899, 
for example, when lockages on the IIlimiis River 
were below 100, there were 292 bckagea through 
the Mi lm locks by 84 different atearners md 59 
barges, with 713 passengers. October of 1899 saw 
454 In 19-01 and 1902, however, the coal 
fklds in western INnoia began chsing, victims of 
competition from better coal elsewhere, and the u3e 
of the Milan aection declined, still used heavily only 
for work ~n the canal itself. 

On March 30, 1901, operation and care of the 
Milan section wa3 transferred from Major Willwd 
(who had replaced Marshall on December 31, 18991 
of the Chicago District to  Major Curtis McD. Town- 
amd, District Engineer at Rock Island. This 
transfer was part of a realignment of the Chicago 
District. On June 24,1801, much of the work Invalv- 
ing Chicago lakes and harbora, and improvement of 
the Jllinois River was assigned to C d o d  0 . H .  
E m t ,  Division Engineer of the Northwest Divi- 
sion. Major Willard was assigned to  a newly created 
Second Chicago District, consisting Df the Illhais 
and Mississippi Cam1 and the operation and care of 
the locks at LaGrange and Kampsville, 

Major Willard remined in chmge until Jdy 31T 
1903, when he waa relieved by Major Charlss R i ck  
Rich turned the work over to Major W.H. Bixby on 
April 20, 1905, aft= being assigned as District 
Engineer at Rock Isknd. On April 30, 1806, Riche 
again assumed command of the Second Chicago 
District, while retaining hi3 responsibilities at  Rack 
Island $a well. Although Riche maintained a 



Chicago office, the work was conmhhted frmn then 
on at t  Rock Island, until the Second Chicago District 
wa3 dissolved on February 18, 1911.  On March 31, 
1911, the entire I h o i s  and, Mississippi C a d  wag 
tramsferred to the Rock Island District. 

Eastem Smtion. Work on the eastern section of 
the Illinois and Mlssisaippi Canal, mile 1 to d e  24, 
began under James C+ Long in 1894. From here on 
though the western and feeder sections, construc- 
tion. procedures remained much the same. The c3nd 
prism was mngtructed first, followed by the locks 
and other structmw. The prism was divided into 
aectiona of about four miles, and l e t  out to private 
contractors in bids covering m e  mile each. 

The prism of the canal wa3 const~cted in three 
w'aya, depending on the terrain: entirely above the 
level of the surrounding ground, entirely excavated 
below ground level, and partially excavated and par- 
tially embanked. Where the prism was entirely em- 
banked, the banks were 10 feet wide at ths top; 
whew the embankment was partial, the top wag 8 
feet wide. Those sections of the prism entirely below 
grade had a tow path 16 feet wide and 2% feat high 
along one bank, The slope of dl banks Q ~ I  the canal 
was 1 on 2 inside the prism and 1 on 1% on the out- 
side. 

The feeder h e  w a ~  totally embanked, most of the 
wsstern section wa3 excavated; wlde  much of the 
eastern section was partially excavated and partial- 
ly embanked. 

The right of way for the anal  was at bast 300 feet. 
wide for the entire main line and feeder. At places, 
however, itl was as much as 1,000 feet wide to ac- 
commdate turnouts for passing boats every four or 
five milles along the h e ,  and for &e shops and 
warehouses needed to operate the canal. The canal 
prism wa3 also wider above and below each lock. 
The prism of the main h e  and feeder was 52 feet 
wide at the bottom and 80 feet wide at  the 
waterline. 

Embankments on the eastern aectisn tended to  be 
high due to the rapid drop from the summit level to 
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Fill was hauled to the em- 
bankmenta Imeoma- 
tlves carrying dump c&r8 along 
temporaw track3 atop tha em- 
bankrnent 

the Illinois River: 196 feet in 18 milei3, with 21 locks 
whose lift3 varied from 6 to 12 feet. Becaus of this, 
horsedrawn t-e-aru~ had &f f id ty  hading- fa and 
supplies for the embankments. In order to al’leviate 

railroad built from mile 2 to mile 17 to cmry  sup- 
p k 3 .  Two small engines, ths “Davenport” and the 
“Hennepin,” hauled c:arloads of fill to  the em- 
hankmmts in this area. A short section o€ railroad 
was dm used at d e  24, a peaty area known as 
Devil’s Slough, to  bring supplim to the 30 t e r n s  
and 40 laborers c:onstructirg bhis mile of bank. For 
this site, Long devised a “movable trestle” from 
which the train cars dumped material where it was: 
needed.Ig 

the pro l s l~~ . ,  Long had BL -W 3-fmt gauge 

By 1900 the prism, lo& walls and fQUn&~OIlS, 
and mmt of the other structures (bridge abutments, 
culverh, ek.1 were mmplete in the eastern section. 
Them was o m  major exception Mile 20 thawgh 
mile 23 crossed a peat bog h a m  as Cecil’s Slough 
where decayed vegetation lay 20 to 50 feet deep, 1 70 



making both drainage and excavation difficult. 
Ahmate roubs far the c a d  had been conaidwed 
as ear$ a3 1893. A cm3truction contract for thwe 
three milea wa3 let with the Globe Construction 
Company sf Cincinnati, Ohio, in 1897, but two years 
hter when their contract expired they abandoned 
the work d y  30% mmpbted. Not; only was the 
peat aoft and hard to maintain in the bank, but 
Pond Creek, which drained Cecil's Sl~ugh, crossed 
the line of the Earn1 sevmd times in b h  miles, 
creating drainage problem. 

Several alternate routes were again considered, 
but a Board of EMneerra on June 8, 1401, decided 
t o  keep the original line+ TKa, Board, together with 
Major Willard, worked cnat an ingenious solution. 
They determined tQ excavate Cecil's Slough by a 
specially designed cableway. Two wooden towers 
were mmtmcted and h x t e d  on each side of the 
prism, 625 feet apart. The movable towers were 57 
feat high, with 45-fo0,t.square bases, resting on 24 
pairs of standard gauge car w h d a  and trucks, 
which m n v d  on five steel r&la dong the excavation 
raute. 

From the top of each tower was suspended twin 
mzth cablss 2 M  inches in dhmetm. Two conveyors 
travded on these cables, each carrying a l%cubic 
yard orange peel hu&et. The conveyors moved back 

cable connected to a drum on the head towar. The 
buckets were hoisted and lowered by a %-inch cable 
attached t e  a second drum, and opened and cloaed 
by B second %-inch cable attached to  clo3ing 
pulleys. With a 125-horsepower sbam engine 
operating each bucket, this "duplex cableway" was 
capable of making 40 trips per how. The Cecil's 
Slough excavation was campleted by the Govern- 
ment using this invention and hired labor. 

md fohh OII the main cables by '/E-kch endkss w k  

Western Section. The final report af plans for the 
Illinois and Missiaaippi Canal submitted ta Con- 
gress by MwsMl in 1890 called far the western set- 
tim of the canal bo head northwest from the summit 
level to Penny's Slough, and from there down the 
channel of the Rock River tu Milan. To create 



THE lLLlNOl3 AND 
MISSISSIPPI CANAL 

enough water for t h i 3  route, the 1890 plans d e d  
for two shdow dams - one of 5 foet and the other 3 
feet - acr033 the Rock River above the mouth af 
the @ r e a  River. However, the mmpleted shallow 
damns at Milan had already cauaed complaints h o r n  
the overflow and soaking of low adjacent farmland. 
There were fear3 that the new dam3 would do the 
same tw, even though they wwe designed to  be 
thrown down during high water. Other problems apm 
pearad with the Penny’s Slough route, Even with 
khe darns, a lo t  of dredging would be necessary. A 
channel ddged in the riverbed, with undefined 
banks, w d d  require much more upkeep 3nd would 
deteriorate much faater than a prism with clar’ly 
defied banks. Further., the cms3ing of the Grem 
River on this route was bad, and the descent to Pen- 
ny’3 Slough was s~ steep that it would have re 
q u h d  a flight o€ locks close together. The altesa- 
tions of bridges QTI two major rail lines added an ad. 
ditional problem. 

To avoid this difficult route, Wheeler surveyed a 
new route along the Green River in 1898, a rmb 
similar to  that surveyed by Major Benyawd in 
1883. The Secretary of War approved tKs new l o a -  
tion on February IT 1897. 

As finally built, the weatem aectim of the canal 
ran from mile 24 at the summit Hevel to d e  62 at 
the point where the Green River entered the Rock 
River. Rightiof-way for the westem section was ob- 
tained entirely in 1897 under a new funding 3btus. 
The Ever and Harbor Act of June 3, 1896, placed 
the c a d  on a “contuing contract” system, 
Limiting t a  an average of $400,000 the total contract 
obligations that could be incurred in any given year. 
The continuing contract s y s t e m  supported canal 
mnstructir~n from 1897 to 1402. 

The slope of the western section was much gentler 
than that of the eastern section, and most of it was 
excavatsd rather than embanked. Wheeler and the 
contractors experienced few problems with this sec- 
tion. 

F~ahder Section. A3 engineer in charge of the 
feeder seCtiQn, Wheeler turned his attention there 



. . . .  . , , ,  
, , . - . . I . '  

.:;,, ' _ .  . .  . 

Control works  and guard lock 
at the head of the feeder canal 
near Starling, Illinois. The Rock 
River is In the background. 

next. Ill the winter Of 1890-91 several residents oaf 
the SbrIing-Rock Falls area, downstream ~ Q D I  Dix- 
onT had written to khe Secretary of War suggesting 
the possibility of moving the head of the feeder from 
Dixm to Sterling. At their own expense they had 
made a prelimhary e x a h t i o n  of their proposed 
new route, with profiles and estimates.80 

It wa3 evident, that t i s  new feeder line would 
wmlt in a number of savings, At D k o n ,  the feeder 
W Q U ~ ~  have interfered with dty streets and created 
problems fm the town's drainage. Moving the 
feeder to Sterling would dso cut 5.7 d e s  from the 
length of the feeder. With the feeder at Sterling, the 
summit levd of the cand could be lowered nine feet, 
gemitthg t h e  b&s t~ be cut Q U ~  of the main line, 
and the lift lock at the dam to  he replaced By a 
guard lock. Transit h e  amow the main line wodd 
be cut by one hour. 173 
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The movable dam at Sterling was rapidly corn- 
pktad. Its manudly operated T a h k  gates permib 
ted the passage of 421,OQO cubic feet of water per 
minute dwkg high water. During low water, the 
water l e d  was raised by the use of wooden 
flashboards inserted by hand. The Sterling 
Hydraulic Company operated the six gates adjacent 
to their plant, while canal employees operated the 
remainder. The Sterling D m  also contained a 
navigation lock to pass boats up and down the Rack 
River. 1 75 
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Although rnml brldges over 
thec3na lw~r~6B l ta ' Lo~~ry ,both  
swlng and l i f t  bridpaa were 
uaeu at cewral locations. mi3 
is Eiidge No. do al Lock 26. 

A guard lock of the same dhenalons as all other 
locks on the project was placed at the heat3 of t he  
feeder to regulate water flow into the feed-, to 
3erve EN an emermncy gate for the canal, and t a  p m  
vide boats BCCBBB to the river, 

One other problem during feeder construction 
cam6 with the 2 1 highway bridges across the feeder, 
Area highway commi33ioners held up completion of 
the feeder with c m t  litigation over the dimensions 
of the bridges and the grade of the approaches. In 
1906 the courtg decided the issue, mostly in favor of 
the United States, but the litigation did result in a 
reduction in the clearmce of bridges over the feeder 
from the 17 feet used in the m i n  line of the canal to 
12 feet. 

The dam at Sterling-Rcxk Falls created a reser- 
voir for the canal for 16 miles upstream, with a 3ur- 
face area of 2,400 acres. The Government obtained 
flowage rights for the land inundated by t h i s  reser- 
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voir (known as Lake Sinnissippi} rather than buying 
the land outright. 

CampEetim of the Pmjmt. By 1902 most of the 
locks were ready for installation of gates and 
operating machinery. The gates had been left until 
laat because they were made of wood rather than 
steel, a departure from the original plans in the 
interest of economy. With IIQ water in the cam1 
to  keep the wood wet, the gates would have 
deteriorabd. 

There were 33 locks on the canal, 32 on the main 
line and one a t  the head of the feeder, With l a 1  
minor variations, all locks were idantical in size and 
construction. The lock chamber was 170 by 35 feet, 
with walls 240 feet long and four feet, wide- The bob 
tom width of bhe walls was 45% of the height. 
Where the lock was built on solid rock, the foundah 
tion was levelled with c m c r e k  A majority of locks, 
~ Q W ~ V W ~  were built on earth. For these locks, row3 
of piles were driven into the ground and capped with 
a grillage of timbers with CQmrete filling the spaces 
in between. The flmre of all I d s  were lined with 
2-inch pine timbers. 

The lower ends of each lo& were stepped down 
and connected to wing walls. For 40 feet above and 
MQW each lock, the bank3 were paved; on the 
e a s k r n  section with rubble and un the western sec- 
tion wikh cancrate. 

The lower lock gate3 of aU the locks were w d e n  
miter-type gates angld 70'30' from the center lime. 
Similar miter gate3 were used for d but 14 of the 
upper gates. At l&s 8 through 21, however, "Mar- 
s h a l l  automatic gates" were used. These had been 
designed by Marshall for the Illinois and Miasiasip- 
pi Canal, and have never been used elsewhere. 

Marshll had already left the Chicago District be- 
fore the gntm were installed, but Major Willard had 
a n  experimental Marshall gate built and installed at 
Lock 18. A bulkhead was placed at the lower end of 
the l ~ ~ k  chamber and an embankment, cunstructed 
am03s the prism 200 feet above the lock, and the 177 
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area filled with water. After the .gate was operated 
~uwessfully several times, plans went ahead for 
their ux. 

The Marshall gate wa3 a single gate atendimg 
from one lock wall to the other. It raiaed and low- 
ered on a horizontal axis. The middle third of the 
$ate had 8 rigid wooden leaf e x b n d h g  out a t  right 
angles from the gate an the upstream side. The leaf 
rested in a watertight chamber which was connec 
ted to the lower pool by a spillway pipe. The gab 
was operated by opening t valve in the spillway, 
permitting water to  exert pressure an the leaf. 
While the water in the pool was lower t h  the head 
of w a k  on the upstream 6de, the pressure of the 
h a d  of water held the $ate shut. But when the two 
water levels; grew newly qual as the lock chamber 
filled, the pressure on the leaf pushed the gate down 
and held it below the gill 30 that boats could pass in 
or out of the lock chamber. The gate w m  then raised 
by shutting off the wafm pressure on the leaf and 
letting the watertight gate rise to  a closed position 
from its o m  buoyancy. 

T h y  only one Marahall gate, at Lock 16, has 
been restored to operating condition. The gates 
caused pmbbms by getting stuck and failing to 
open and close prop ly .  

All of the gates and valves on the locks were 
operated manually. The lo& was fad by kwo tux- 
nds, one in each lock wall. A butterfly vdve at the 
head of each tunnel was turned by a hand wheal 
from the top of each wall. The lock chamber wa3 
emptied by butterfly valves controlling openings in 
the bottom of the lower gates. These valves were 
opmakd by levera from the tops of the gates. 

Water for the various bvals of the canal waa car- 
ried from the aummit bvel over the upper end of 
each I d  through a apillway to the lower level. The 
spillways wen? made of =st iron pipes behind the 
h c k  walls. They r a n g 4  in size from 48 inches at the 
summit level tct 18 inches a t  the lower ends of the 
Call€ll. 



I n  addition to the locks, the canal project in- 
volvedcomtruction of a number of other structures. 
The a n a l  crossed signifitant streams at nine 
places, necessitating the use of aqueduct bridges tx 
carry the anal  ~CMSS .  Theas aqueducts rested on 
puured concrete piers ahve concretefilled grillage 
similar to that of the lock beds. The aqueducts 
themselves were made of reinforced concrete using 
steel I - b s ,  and were timber lined, providing a 
channel of 59 feet, 6 inches. 

Highway and railroad croasinga provided mure af 
a problem than a t ~ a m s .  Because the railroads had 
gotten to the mea first, the canal was crossed by 
four branches of the Chicago, B u r h g t o q  and Quin- 
cy Railroad, by the main h e  of the Chicago, Rock 
Island, and Pacific in two places, once by the Rock 
Island and Peoria, and once by the Peoria bmmh Qf 
t h e  Chicago and Northwestem, necessitating t h e  
construction of eight railroad bridges. In addition, 
the Corps of Engineers constructed 87 highway 
bridges across the canal, as well as two pontmn and 
one farm bridge. The bridges d had 17 feet of 
clearance over the canal, and were constructed t o  
cross at right angles to the prism, making many of 
the approaches awkward. 

Several kinds of bridges were used to cros3 the 
canal. The first bridges were pony Wmen truss 
type slrperstructures 98 feet l m g  and, a3 with all 
the canal bridges, at least 12 feet wide. Several later 
Bridges were through Riverbed Pratt truss type, 
again 98 feet bng. The mmt common bridge on the 
main line of the canal was the Pratt truss 
superstructure with 110-foot spans, 18 feet wide 
There were more than 25 of khesa. 

Four highway bridges w m  movable. Three were 
through girder lift bridges with 4Q-foot spans. One, 
at Lock 2, was B rehactable girder bridge with a im 







The Rack Island District boat 
assigned to operatlon and 
mmintenanGe Of the Qnnal was 
the steamer Marian. On 
November 15, 1907, the M a m n  
bm3me the first boat to pass 
the mtl re ILne of the canal. 

During the mmmer this work force expanded to  
handle such maintenance and repair duties as cut- 
ting grass, resurfacing the taw path, and repairing 
banks. The Corpa also provided 38 houses for the 
bckmm and patrolmen. Thirty of these were iden- 
tical. twwstory frame, with gambrel roofs and seven 
rooms, on a 22- by 28-host foundation. The 
lockma’s house at mile 20 wag the aame deaign as 
the others, but was made entirely of c~pnwete. Each 
residence was provided with barns and equipment 
sheda. 

The Corps required o v w ~ ~ e r s ,  lockmen, and 
patrolmen, wh03e jobs were year around, to live in 
these h~uses ,  deducting the rent from their aakries. 
These permanent residents of the “card  communi- 
tft were encouraged t;O keep livestock. The 
technical limit for each housshold was three cow8 
and their offspring, although several employes 
kept dairy or beef herds up to 30 hBad. The cattle 
grazed free on the canal right-of-way, which helped 
keep the graw and weeds down. Some f a d e s  also 
kept chickma, pigs, and horses.59 



Other buildings on canal property included 
warehouses at aeverd locatians, blacksmith shopa, 
ice ~ Q U B ~ B ,  repair 3hp3 and office buildings. Con- 
centmkions of these service buildings atood at the 
end of the feed-, at Lock 19, and a t  mile 26, In addi- 
tion, a boati ways at  mile 17.7 on ths summit level 
provided B plaw where bmts could be taken out of 
the canal for repairs; and a boatyard known a3 the 
Silver Lake Boatyard at the! Milan swtion housed 
the Government fleet during the wink.  

Because of the common privileges the cam1 em- 
pbjwes &ired, but also because of their common 
liabilities-especially not bBing able to be pmt of a 
more regular setfled community-the canal employ- 
ee3 formed a amall wodd of their o m ,  linked loosely 
together by similarity of occupation and interest. 
These Corps employees and the h n d s  who worked 
on the boats and barges formed a social unit 
“typical o f  canal life on d Amefican ~ands.’’~~ 

The opening of the Illinois and Missiggippi Canal 
t o  traffic in 1908 brought attention one  ag& to  
the navigation limitations at; both ends of the canal: 

The small steamar Mary Mac 

Mlla 2 on the feeder shortly 
s f k r  the canal opened to 

pushinQ 3 barge of lu rnkr  paat 

trafflc. 
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the Upper Mississippi River’s 41,i-fmt channel and 
the antiquated IIlimis and Michigan G a l .  While 
the Ihoia and Mississippi Canal was capable of 
paasing boats 240 feet long with a 34-fooot beam and 
640 gross tans displacement, the Illinois and 
Michigan Cam1 could accommodate bonh no longer 
than 108 feet by 17 feet;, drawinga maximum of 4% 
feet of water. From khe beginning of the Engineer 
surveys for the Illinois and Mississippi Canal, all 
nep~rts and proposals had been predicated on the 
improvement of this d h w  canal. In 1882, however, 
the Gavernment refusad an offer by the Illin& 
General Assembly to d e  the rights to the Illinois 
and Michigm Cand ta the United States (which 
was then suppmed to improve it)? md the canal had 
continued to deteriorate. 

Except at high wabr 3~390113, the Upper Missis- 
sippi was not much batter in 1908. FOP this brief 
period in it3 history, then, the Illinois and Missis- 
sippi Canal wa3 tm large fm its comesting links. 

I t  moved quickly from being ton hrB to being 
tm small. At the Mississippi end, Congress author- 
hed a &foot charnel from St. Louis to St, Paul on 
March 2,1907, and work on that had already begun. 
The new Mohe lock and a proposed lock md cam1 
at  LeChire, Iowa, met the new 6-foot sp~dications 
with lacks 860 by 80 feet, In 1912 a new water 
power dam at Kaokuk drowned out the Des Moines 
Rapids md the small Government c a d ,  replacing 
it with a new 400- by 90-foot lock. 

T h e  last chance for renovation of the Illinois and 
Michigan Cam1 ended in 1900 when the new Chi- 
cago Sanitary and Ship Canal, with a depth of 26 
feet, opened to the Des Plahes River at Lockport, 
I h o i s .  In 1901 this spacious channel reached Joliet 
on the I h o i s  River. Phns for this channel had been 
drawn in 1892 by the Chicago Sanitary District to 
reverse the flow of the CLcagn River which had 
been dumping raw sewage into Lake Michigan and 
contaminating the Chicago water supply. Its use by 
river traffic wa3 an important extra, but the I l l h ~ i ~  
and Mississippi Canal now became the m~aller canal 
of the system. 



The Illinois and Mississippi Canal was further 
dwarfed during the 1930’s by COr13tn;lCtiQn of the 
9-foot channel between St. Louis and St. Paul, and 
by completion in I933 of a similar project on the 11- 
linais River. Locks Q L ~  both rivers were now 600 feet 
long and 110 feet wide. 

Size was not the only problem for the canal. Its 
opening in 1908 coincided with a steady decline of 
river traffic that continued far the next two 
decadea. Uae, then, of the canal was disappointing 
from the beginning+ Its theoretical capacity, at EX- 
t ~ r n e ,  was thrss boats per hour, each way, or 144 
boats per day. A t  640 ton3 each, md a navigation 
3ea30n of 200 days ithe shortest possible}, the canal 
was capable: of handling 18,432,000 Even 
taking L.L. Wheeler’s mare rmlistic estimate of 90 
hats  per day, the canal could handle mom than 
PO,OOO,OOO hns per year, a figure the canal never 
c m e  dose to  approaching. 

A3 early as 1915, there wa3 talk of abandoning 
the canal Its peak use, reached in 1914, had only 
b e n  12,222 comercia1 tans. By 1915 the a n a l  had 
not managed to attract a single private company ta 
establish regular freight sewice-a necessity if the 
canal was to do weU. Two grain e h a h r s  built along 
the feeder in 1410 by the Smith-Hippen Company 
shipped modest amounts ~f grain an the canal to 
distilleries in Peoria and Pekin, Illinois, but only a 
few other elevators were built along the c m L  Even 
these modest grain shipments accounted fer 55% of 
the canal’s commercial cargo from 1909 t~ 1913. 

In 1410 the Morton Salt Company shipped 1,200 
tons of salt from Chiago to Davenport on the canal, 
but a h p p d  after making another shipment of 2,OQCI 
tons in 1913 because of the deteriorating condition 
of the Illinois and Michigan C a d . 2 B  

Use of the Illinois and Mississippi Canal picked 
up briefly In the 1920’s when the State Df Illin~is 
began improving the I h Q i S  River. Several private 
h s  begm !a offer service3 abng the canal, and in 
1929 the canal’s use rmchedits d l - t h e  high: 30,161 
h a s ,  a bit mer ‘h of i t s  theoretical potential, 
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all other times, co,mmwcial traffic CQUM u ~ e  the 
a n a l  provided they gave a week’s notice. 

No commercial tonnage was reported in 1948. The 
only 3upplie3 moved on the canal were for main- 
tenance. The a n d  itself had deteriorated 3 0  much 
that less than four feet of water remained in the 
Rock River portion of t h e  main line, with barely four 
feet remaining In the f d s r .  

In 1951 the Chief of Enginem3 suapdsd lock 
operations and everything but maintenance on 
3evm r-awihd waterways that no longer 3erved 
commercial traffic. Among these was the Illinois 
and Mississippi Canal. On June 21, 1951, Colonel 
B.C. lSnow, Division Engineer of Lhe Upper Mist+ 
sippi Valley Division at St, Louis, issued a public 
notice for “Gessatim of Operation for Naviga- 
tiod1llinois and Mis&gippi (Hennepin] Canal.” 
With this notice the c a r d  ended i t a  career as a 
navigable waterway, 

T h  Hennepin C a d  State Purkway. With the 
notice of cl~sirg ,  the Rock Island District Office 
began a detailed study of the difficult problem of 
what; h do with the canal. The District considered 
several waye of disposing of the canal, They 
estimated that draining and abandoning the canal 
would cost $1,700,00Q, while putting the c a d  pro- 
perty back to its original prmzmal state would cost 
$10,000,000. Even minimal maintenance meanwhile 
would run more than $100,0000 per year, a figure 
which a serious break or further deterioration would 
increase. Many of the highway bridges were in 
dangerous disrepair md needed replacing. The 
District Enginem recommended abandonment. 

From the moment the canal closed, however, 
there waa Interest especially amwg area residents 
in turning the canal into a state OF national. park, 
These residents were supported by groups such as 
the Xzaac Walton League and by prominent state 
figures such EN Senator Everett Dirksen and Gover- 
nor Adlal E. Shvenso~ The canal was hktorically 
important as the last long stretch of a n a l  left In the 
United State3 in reasonably complete shape, an im- 



portanw enhanced by i t s  experimental use of con- 
crete and other innovative construction methods. 

Just as important to residents near the cam1 was 
its recreation potential, From its ope-, it was as 
much used by excursion -passengers-several thou- 
sand a year-as by commercial traffic. It had been 
used for fishing, swimming, and small boating. For 
example, the Rock Island YMCA h 191 1 was given 
permission to  hold s ~ m m i n g  classea in the Milan 
section a€ the canal. The canal banks provided 
scenic areas fer lhiking and picmiding due to the 
Corps’ planting of large areas of walnut, elm, and 
catalpa trees along the rightiof-way for several 
years after the a n d  was opend. The trees came 
from experimental nurseries established by canal 
employees at nine places along the canal. The tree 
plantings hdpsd stabilize and protect the banks 
from erogion, The tow path along this w r o w  fo res t  
was ideally suited to biking. 

The idea of using the canal property as a state 
park grew more and more appealing to  the state of- 
ficials. With suppart from consemation groups and 
under the leadership of Governor Stevensan, the I1- 
linois General Assembly petiloned the Federal 
government ta keep the canal. properky for mm- 
tiara and conservation use. As a result, the canal was 
phced on stand-by maintenance pending final 
disposal. From 1952 to 1955, the water level was 
r e d u d  to €ive €et, and h s s  than $160,000 per year 
was spent on maintenance During this period the 
1U;inai;s Department of Conservation and the Ma- 
tional Park Service dso mommended that the 
canal be modified for recreation. 

Tn 1953 the Illinois House and Senate formed the 
IllinaisMississippi Canal and Lake Sinnissippi 
Commission to look for way6 of preserving the c a d  
and the lake for remeation Any such preservation 
would Involve turning the property intm a state or 
national park, but the Co&ssi0n 3ma discovered 
that several difficulties lay in the way. First, t h e  
Federal government had obtained flowage 
easements to the land under Lake Shnissippi rather 
than clear title. With the c a d  no longer a nawigabls 
waterway, the Band may b g d y  have reverted to  the 
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1955 and again in 1965, local citizana campaigned 
actively to restore the c a d  and enlarge it to  accom- 
madab the growing river traffic an both the Illinois 
amd Mississippi Rivers. By 1965, however+ the esti- 
mated cast of such a project had risen to between 
$100,000,000 and $2BO,OOO,Q00, and t he  Corps af 
Engineers rejected another survey. 

In 1966 Qscretmy ~f the Interior Stewark U d d  
toured the canal as a potential nat i~ml  park site, 
But he later rejected thk option. 

In 1969 repremtativea of Illinois and the Federal 
Government agreed on a final appropriation of 
$5,728,000 for rehbilitation of the canal. The work 
was to  be done by the Corps of Engineers and the 
State wa3 t o  a m p t  title to  the property befcm all 
the work had heen mmpbted. This paved the way 
for the accqtance by the! State of Illinoia on August 
1, 1970, of full ownership and t i t le  to the Illinois and 
Mississippi Canal. 

During the 1970’s both the Corps of Engin-rs, 
u s i n g  Federal funds, and the Illin& Department of 
Conservation, using sta te  funds, continued re- 
storation work. 

All but four of the locks have bad the upper gates 
replaced by concrete hadwalls by the Carps to 
maintain a water level of five feet. Several of the 
bridges were removed and r e p l a d  by krge 
culvert3 over which roadways were comtructed. 
Soma of this had been done by counties faced with 
unsafe bridges and strapped for money to  replace 
them. Many of the wodan b u i l ~ - w a r e h r s e s  
and shops-are gone, but others remain, including 
many of the houses constructed for overseers and 
lockmen. Moat of the canal remains dose! enough to 
its original form to give a g h p s e ,  at hast, of what 
it once WRS. 

Since 1970 the Department of Conservation h a  
operated the c a d  as the Hennapin C a d  Parkway 
S h t e  Park. Mile 13.8 through mile 17.9 has heen 
designated as an inh?rpretive we3. This section in- 
cludes dl of the right-of-way, more than four mile8 
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